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run by dissenting shopkeepers. It was the personnel elected to
the 1880 parliament which first seriously disturbed this assump-
tion; and the shock would probably ere long have driven the
whigs over to the conservatives, even apart from the home rule
issue.1 The nineteen years of unionist supremacy which we have
just seen ended, may be looked on as a successful rally of the
governing families to maintain their position, propped and modi-
fied by their alliance with the ablest leader of the upstarts—
Chamberlain. But from their standpoint the house of commons
elected in 1906 was far worse than that of 1880. Not merely were
there the fifty-three Labour M.P.s—nearly all of whom had been
manual workmen, and all of whom without exception had been
reared in working-class homes—but a large proportion of the
huge liberal contingent consisted of men with small means, and
in the cabinet itself sat Lloyd George, the orphan son of an ele-
mentary school-teacher, brought up by his uncle who was a vil-
lage shoemaker. To persons born like Lansdowne and Balfour
(and only a little less to Rosebery) it appeared out of the question
that a house of commons so composed and led should effectively
rule the nation; and scarcely distinguishing in their minds
between the Constitution and the dominance of their own order,
they felt justified in using any resource of the former, however
unfairly one-sided it might otherwise have appeared, in order
to crush the challenge to the latter.
Another early pre-occupation of Lansdowne and Balfour (the
latter having found his way back to the commons as member for
the City of London) was the future of the fiscal controversy.
Chamberlain amid the general wreckage had saved his seven
Birmingham seats intact, and could count on two-thirds of the
small conservative remnant elsewhere. He now was in trucu-
lent mood, proclaiming that safety lay in daring, and the whole
party must swallow his policy. A compact very much in his
favour was reached in letters between him and the ex-premier,
and registered on 15 February at a party meeting. Had his
strength remained, he well might have ousted Balfour and made
himself unionist leader; but it was not to be. Sunday, 8 July
1906, was his seventieth birthday; Birmingham feted it on the
Saturday with extraordinary enthusiasm; and on the Monday
he made a great speech—his last. On the Wednesday he was
1 Lansdowne himself seceded from the Gladstone government in August 1880
more than five years before the home rule split.

